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Chapter one

It was bad luck for Lieutenant George Tenby Markham that the first shot fired in the engagement took Captain Frobisher in the throat. Firing at that range, on a Mediterranean swell, the Frenchman had been very lucky. The heavy calibre musket ball should have dropped into the sea between the ships. Instead it whipped across the deck of His Britannic Majesty’s 24-gun frigate Hebe. The marine officer’s head, nearly severed from the shoulders, dropped to one side. A great gush of bright red froth erupted from the devastated artery, covering everyone who stood close to him in a layer of foaming blood.

‘Get that off my quarterdeck,’ shouted Captain de Lisle, as though the body were no more than offal. ‘Mr Markham, you will replace Mr Frobisher in command of the marine detachment. I intend to lay the ship alongside the enemy, fire off a broadside, and board in the smoke.’

‘Aye, aye, sir,’ Markham replied, raising his hat in the crisp fashion that was an absolute requirement of his present position. The slight breeze was welcome, acting as it did to cool the sweat that had soaked his light brown hair. The trickle of sweat that ran down the hollow of his spine seemed continuous; the desire to throw off his heavy red uniform coat overwhelming.

Inwardly he was troubled by all manner of conflicting emotions. An army officer, his grasp of marine tactics was near to zero, something Frobisher had failed to redress. And Hebe’s complement was a mixture that approximated to oil and water; half no-hopers from his regiment, the remainder marines who didn’t know or like him. Could he command them at all? And even if they obeyed, what was he supposed to tell them?

A sudden piercing scream, a dark shape on the edge of his vision, made him duck involuntarily. The body of the falling seaman stretched the nettings above his head, the victim nearly impaling himself on one of his soldiers’ bayonets. But the fellow bounced up again, his body twisting in desperation as the force of his own momentum threw him over the side into the sea.

‘A little return fire with musketry might be of advantage, Markham,’ snapped de Lisle. ‘Otherwise, I’ll have no topmen.’

Looking aft to the knot of men by the wheel did little to reassure him. The captain’s round face, the glowering stare full of distaste and the sneer on his lips, was matched by every officer on the ship. It had been like that since he’d come aboard. And nothing on the long voyage south had diminished it. To their rigid naval minds it was bad enough being obliged to share the wardroom with a soldier. But to have as an enforced dining companion a man who was probably a Papist, certainly a rake, and bore the stigma of cowardice, was anathema.

Markham dragged his thoughts away from such contemplations and tried to concentrate on the task ahead. Frobisher had placed a third of his men in the tops, occupying the platforms that surrounded the caps. That vantage point, a third of the way up the masts, let them play their muskets on the enemy deck. He called up, ordering them to find a target and fire at will.

‘Pay particular attention to the gun crews,’ he shouted. That produced a snort of derision from the officer commanding the quarter-deck battery, the Third Lieutenant, Fellows.

‘It’s a good thing we’re not under an admiral’s eye, Markham,’ he called, in a loud voice. ‘Given such a lamentable performance, the whole ship’s company might expire from embarrassment.’

He longed to ask why, prepared to display his ignorance if it would help. Fellows, inadvertently, solved the problem by barking at his own fidgeting gunners, telling them to keep their heads down. In that position they offered no target to the enemy sharpshooters, now peppering the Hebe’s deck planking, seeking to hit the officers arrayed in front of the ship’s wheel. No-one moved to avoid them, it being a canon of a gentleman’s existence that no officer, of whatever service, ever flinched under fire.

Fellows’ strictures had little effect, being ignored the minute he looked away. The crews below, on the maindeck, were also peering through the ports. In a high state of exhilaration, they were eager to gaze upon the enemy, men they’d do their very best to kill as soon as they received the order to open fire.

Conscious of the sensations in his stomach, part apprehension, part excitement, Markham jerked slightly as the men aloft fired off their first volley, aimed exclusively at the enemy commanders, wondering if they might be indulging in calculated disobedience. But they were, very likely, just obeying some standard instructions about which he knew nothing.

He turned to the rest of his men; perspiring, crammed into the forward section of the quarterdeck between the companionway and the waist, exposed to the full glare of the sun. What a mixed bag they were; Lobsters and Bullocks, the only common factor amongst them the red of their sweat-streaked coats. The Bullocks were the dregs of his regiment; hard bargains, thieves and defaulters, dispatched by a grateful Colonel to make up the numbers demanded by a shorthanded fleet. They’d come aboard under the command of a strange officer, which was just another element to add to their seething resentment at the service they were being forced to perform.

The Lobsters presented another problem. In different uniforms, carrying unfamiliar weapons somewhat shorter than the regulation army issue, they’d let him know that any order he issued would be obeyed only if their own commander approved it. In this they’d been aided by Frobisher, who’d taken every available opportunity to insult him, and belittle the soldiers. None of the marines had even exchanged a smile with the men foisted on them. They kept themselves separate, aloof, and were thus even more a mystery. He had the right to command them, without the certainty that they would obey.

‘Two paces forward, march. Present!’

‘Damnit, Markham,’ de Lisle yelled, ‘what are you about? You’re more of a threat to your own than the enemy.’

‘It is my intention to aim at the French gunports, sir,’ he replied, pointing with his sword.

‘An action which will kill any one of the quarterdeck gunners who raises his head. Clearly you know as much about shipboard tactics as you do about the duties of an officer. Perhaps I should spare a midshipman to instruct you.’

The sudden boom of the enemy cannon, firing a rolling broadside, took everyone’s attention. The Hebe shuddered as half the cannonade smashed into her hull. At that range, most of the balls hit the side of the ship, but one clipped the very edge of the bulwark right before his eyes. A great shard of wood, a splinter several feet long and shaped like an enormous spearhead, sliced across the deck. One soldier, a yellow-skinned, toothless sodomite called Perkins, took it right in the lower belly. His mouth opened, a black empty hole that was too shocked to emit a scream. His eyes stared in horror at the fractured wood that protruded from his guts. Half of those, a long visceral trail of tangled intestine, had come out at his back, entrails dragged through the flesh by the rough edges of the splintered timber.

He staggered slightly, his frightened eyes looking to his mates to help him stay upright. It wasn’t discipline that kept them in line, but indifference. Head bent, he saw the blood running down his legs to form a pool at his feet. Then, as the first piece of his innards slid into the gore, he began to scream. Two seaman grabbed him by the elbows and dragged him towards the companionway with such disregard that they left a long trail of his guts behind. By that time the screaming had ceased, the pain too much to bear.

The blistering late August heat formed a haze over the sea that, mixed with the billowing black smoke of the broadside, turned the approaching enemy frigate into a chimera. With little wind to disperse it, the smoke hung like a cloud. The two warships were closing at a snail’s pace, and in Captain de Lisle the navy had an officer who believed shot expended at anything other than point-blank range was a waste. The whole scene had a dreamlike quality. But there was nothing surreal about the continuing crack of the passing musket balls.

‘Get your men up onto the bulwarks, sir,’ cried de Lisle, ‘where they can see the enemy. And you, Lieutenant Markham, if you have a shred of honour, will join them.’

It was a foolish command that would offer his men as sitting ducks to anyone capable of responding, either with cannon, musket, or pistol. A half-decent broadside would decimate them. It was also a direct order publicly delivered by an officer with the ability to break him, so the temptation to comply was strong. No man likes to be perceived as a coward, especially when the suspicion existed, deep in his own mind, that the accusation might have some foundation. The men hated him, a fact which they demonstrated daily. But that didn’t absolve him of responsibility. He was damned if he was going to have them butchered just to satisfy the captain’s bilious temperament.

‘My duty to my command does not permit me to comply, sir.’

‘What!’ de Lisle yelled. He opened his mouth to continue, but the words were drowned out by the crashing roar of another French salvo. Two of the Hebe’s gun captains, no doubt inexperienced men shaken to the core by the noise, touched off their own cannon. The maindeck eighteen-pounders bellowed black smoke and shot inboard, rocked back on their carriages, their muzzles jumping sky-wards as they were brought up by the straining breechings. The quarterdeck gunners, fearing they’d missed the command, followed suit. And then the rest of Hebe’s larboard maindeck battery went off in a ragged discharge.

Captain Richard de Lisle, a man habitually reserved in his demeanour, had gone puce with passion. As the sound of the guns died away he could be heard screaming for names to be taken, so that the culprits could be flogged for insubordination. Only Markham, it seemed, had any interest in the result of their accidental efforts. Peering through the smoke he observed the great black balls smashing into the side of the enemy frigate. Even at that crawling pace it shuddered and slowed, as if slapped by some great hand. Screams came across the water to match those on Hebe’s deck, as Markham gave his men their orders.

‘Aim careful now, my boyos,’ he called, adding a knowing grin to the overstated Irish accent. ‘Don’t hit one of them gunners, or sure, the captain will be after stoppin’ our grog.’

Intended as a joke, it was met with a stony silence. They presented on command, though in an undisciplined way that shamed him, followed by a ragged volley which owed as much to poorly-loaded weaponry as it did to their ineptitude. He felt the sense of excitement, which had come upon him at the moment of going into action, evaporate, to be replaced by one of extreme frustration. He tried to keep his face rigid, so that these feelings would remain hidden. But suppressing his anger was one emotion he’d never mastered. Every man in his party, looking at those cold grey eyes, tight lips and clenched square jaw, knew that he was livid.

He wasn’t alone. The volley attracted de Lisle’s attention to the fact that the Markham had blatantly disobeyed him. But with the ships closing, supervising the final preparations for the forthcoming battle, he could do little.

Both frigates were moving out of their own smoke, bowsprits angled inwards. In such close proximity Markham could see, for the first time, the faces of the enemy. The officers stood as rigidly formal in bearing as their British counterparts, their glittering uniforms marking them out as the men in command. This surprised him. In the four years since 1789 the Revolution had, supposedly, changed France out of all recognition. In the previous twelve months it had swept away the King and the aristocracy in the maelstrom of the Terror. He’d expected this to show, anticipated less of a distinction between officers and men. Whatever happened to Liberté, Egalité and Fraternité?

Ordered to step two paces back, his men were reloading their muskets, some fumbling with rammers and wads as their own sweat mixed with oil and grease. Silence had descended on both decks, broken only by the whispered sound of prayer. Markham might know nothing about the ways of the navy, but he’d been in battle before. Men were going to die, and in significant numbers. The French captain had guessed de Lisle’s aim and was prepared to match it. He wanted a prize to take back to Marseilles just as much as the Englishman wanted a present for his commander, Lord Hood. So they crept towards each other, under topsails, hardly making anything in the way of speed, each ear cocked for the first hint of the command to open fire.

‘Now, lads!’

De Lisle had stepped away from the wheel, far enough forward to see down into the waist, so that his voice would carry to the whole ship’s company. The dark brown eyes in his pale, round face were steady and compelling. Never had he looked more like his nickname, ‘Spotted Dick’. He was a short, compact man, with bland features that rarely showed emotion. The glare of the bright sun, which reddened the features of every other man aboard, gave him a bloodless appearance. That was heightened by the ghost of a grin which looked fixed, as though underneath that rigid exterior lay a degree of terror. But Markham guessed that the only thing the captain feared was disgrace. He’d die willingly, if only he could be assured of doing so with nobility.

‘They’re only Johnny Crapaud, who we’ve had sport with for fifty years. They ain’t got the stomach for real fighting. So just you ply your guns at the right rate and we’ll see them to perdition.’ He paused, his eyes raking the deck. ‘Any man runs, leaves his post, will answer to me, d’ye hear?’

Then he filled his lungs with air and, in a voice that could be heard a mile away, bellowed, ‘Fire!’

The enemy commander must have issued his command simultaneously, since the gap was too small to register. Suddenly the air was full of flying death, as both sets of guns opened up. It was no odd splinter now. Great chunks of the ship’s side were blown asunder and the wood sent in all directions. One of the ship’s cannon took a direct hit on the muzzle, the clang of contact resounding like a hellish bell. The gun was blown inboard so hard its breechings parted, the flying, snapping ropes adding yet more terror to the dangers the crew faced. The cannon, including its carriage, slewed sideways, taking both the legs off the gun captain, who’d stood ready to haul on the flintlock. The barrel, flying apart, added metal shards to those of wood, and gutted the men closest with deadly efficiency. Through the gap that had once been the side of the ship, Markham could see the Frenchmen who’d done such damage, an enemy gun crew already straining furiously to reload.

‘Fire through the gap,’ he yelled, pointing his sword at the open gunport, less than twenty feet away. His men obeyed, but to little effect. Most shots went wide, with only one hitting home, striking an officer well to the rear of the intended targets.

‘Reload, damn you,’ he ordered. The ships were still twenty feet apart. Markham found himself staring right down the muzzle of a French cannon, which had been run out, ready to fire. He saw the man grasp the twine that would set it off and started to duck just as the Hebe slewed round to slam into the French ship. The crack of wood and breaking ropes from aloft, as the yards and rigging became tangled, was audible even over the din of battle. The long cannon, now just a few feet away, went off with a deafening roar, a streak of orange fire extending like a searing finger to engulf him. The sound was deafening and the fire struck his coat, burning his cheek and filling his nose with the acrid smell of spent powder and scorched cloth. Luckily the blast threw him sideways, onto his knees, so the ball, which would have cut him in two, sped past his left shoulder. It struck the mainmast and ricocheted along the deck of the ship, destroying everything, flesh, bone, and wood, that stood in its way.

‘Boarders,’ cried de Lisle, rushing down to where Markham knelt, the spittle shooting from his mouth a testimony to the violence of his language. All control had gone from a man who strove to be the epitome of calmness under fire. ‘You damned Irish coward! What in the devil’s name are you waiting for? Do your duty, sir!’

Fighting to control his outrage, Markham pulled himself to his feet. Standing nearly a foot taller than de Lisle he raised his sword aloft, and was about to order his men forward when the captain screamed again, pushing himself onto his tiptoes in an attempt to compensate for this junior officer’s superior height.

‘I’ll not have any peasant general’s bastard sully my deck again!’

Markham lost control. He swung back towards the captain, his weapon descending like a cleaver to decapitate the man. De Lisle’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as the sword stopped an inch from his neck, the bearer screaming at him. ‘Never use those words to me again. If you ever do and I’m sober, I’ll call you out. In drink, I’ll very likely kill you on the spot.’

Maybe it was shock that restored de Lisle’s composure. Or perhaps he realised just how much he was demeaning himself. Hating to be overlooked, he took a pace backwards. With some difficulty he brought his temper under restraint, his face rigid, struggling to sound normal above the crash of gunfire. There was a quality of madness to this, the normality of the captain’s voice, while all around him men wrestled with guns, received wounds, or dived to the deck to avoid shot.

‘I have no time for your sensitivities, sir. We are in the midst of a battle, which will be lost by your inaction.’

Markham suddenly felt foolish and, with his back to the enemy, very exposed. But he would not break the gaze that held de Lisle’s eyes, determined to stare him down. Vaguely, he registered the arrival of the midshipman, who was now tugging at the captain’s sleeve, an action which forced ‘Spotted Dick’ to acknowledge his presence.

Released from contesting the stare, Markham turned and roared his commands, calling for his men to follow him. He ran for the jagged gap in the bulwarks, his heart thumping with exhilaration. The flap of the enemy gunport was open, and a lot closer than the side. Only a fool would have tried it. But his Celtic blood had been fired by De Lisle’s insults, leaving Markham very close to madness. It dropped sickeningly as he landed, the ropes that supported it stretching with the increase in weight. He stood for a moment, heart in his mouth, his arms flailing as he fought to keep his balance. If he fell between the two battling ships he’d certainly die.

Another British broadside came to his rescue. As it slammed into the Frenchman, it caused the frigate to heel just enough to lift his foothold level. With a roar he leapt for the deck, landing in amongst the terrified gunners. One swung a rammer, eight feet long, at his head. Danger heightened his already excited state, and he ducked, throwing up his sword. Sharpened for the engagement, it cut deep into the wood. The force of the blow ran up his arm with an instant jarring pain and the rammer carried on, taking his weapon with it. Knocked backwards he kicked out, and with that clarity of sight that only comes in a fight, he placed his foot right in the Frenchman’s groin. The man doubled over, his long nose bending right into the punch Markham aimed at his face.

Leaping to his feet, Markham screamed a foul Irish oath, stepped over his victim and pulled a pistol from his belt. He fired wildly at the nearest face, clubbed at another with the empty gun, then leapt for the sword embedded in the rammer. It looked like lunacy, but he was very far from out of control. Every nerve end in his body was alive to both danger and opportunity. An axe scythed towards his unprotected head as he bent down, only a violent and painful dive against the bulwark saving him. The force of the blow caused his assailant to overreach, so he fell over the feet of an enemy who was already halfway back to being upright. Markham was grinning as he grabbed his long hair, but it was the look of an executioner not a friend. He pulled him back, then drove his knee into the top of the man’s spine.

The neck went with a resounding crack and with a triumphant scream, sword in hand, Markham leapt to his feet, chest heaving, eyes searching for his next victim. The sound died in his throat. The look he cast around produced first bewilderment, then anger, and finally a slight sense of panic. He spun round to look back towards the Hebe’s deck. The line of red coats, standing in exactly the same place as he’d left them, was mockery of the highest order. Not one of his men, Bullock or Lobster, had followed him onto the enemy deck. Worse, he could see de Lisle issuing frantic instructions to cut his ship free. Men were no longer serving the guns; they were running up the shrouds to disentangle the rigging, while others struggled to set sail.

‘Monsieur?’

Markham span round again, his mouth suddenly dry, to find himself facing a row of angry faces; men holding pikes and axes, and a lieutenant with his hand outstretched. It was clear what he wanted. This mad British officer was being invited to surrender and hand over his sword.

There was an air of unreality about the whole scene, almost like one of those patriotic pieces they performed at Sadler’s Wells, in which Britannia’s enemies were humiliated. The costumes were right, and so were the expressions on the faces. Only this time, instead of a Frenchman surrendering, it was him. They’d take him to Marseilles, there to parade him before the populace. Given what he’d done, and their bloodthirsty reputation, they might even guillotine him.

Taking a breath so deep it seared his throat, Markham bowed, fighting to control his trembling, sweat-soaked limbs. As he stood upright, sword held out, he threw it at the Frenchman’s head. He was over the side, standing on that same gunport flap, before the first pike could reach him. Now the stretching ropes came to his assistance. As the flap dropped, it took him just out of reach of those intent on spearing him. His feet began to slip and, frantic with fear, cursing every saint he knew, he leapt into the air. If the French hadn’t shot away the side of the ship he’d have been doomed. As it was he landed badly, and fell at the feet of his own men. Looking up into the row of glistening, red faces, he saw nothing in their eyes but contempt.








Chapter two

‘Spotted Dick’ was berating him again, first for his failure to board, then for his single-handed attempt to capture the Frenchman. Safe behind his desk, voice under control, his manner seemed slightly bored, as if he were recounting a particularly tedious anecdote to a rather dim child. Only his eyes hinted at the depth of his emotions, flicking occasionally as he fought the desire to be more forthright. While careful to avoid any reference to the nature of his antecedents, de Lisle had managed to include numerous facets of Markham’s background that he found objectionable, not least his hot temper. A month before he had fought a duel in Finsbury Park, his opponent a French emigré, le Comte des Ardres, who’d caught Markham in bed with his wife. This seemed to provide de Lisle with ample evidence of his unsuitability both as human being and an officer. He professed himself amazed that even a regiment as uncultured as the 65th Foot should allow a man with such a background to purchase a commission. All this came together in a general condemnation of Markham and the military arm of which he was a member.

‘First you won’t damn well go, and then when the orders are to stay put you’re off on your own. If this is the way the Army behaves, Lieutenant, thank God we’ve got a Navy.’

Conveniently, he forgot that Markham would not have heard the panicky orders to make sail, issued just as he leapt through the gap in the bulwarks. The captain himself had only found out about the approaching French three-decker because he’d been passed a written message by one of his midshipmen. Faced with a 74-gun warship that could blow Hebe out of the water, they’d been forced to run. Did that change in circumstances exonerate Markham’s men, who’d so signally failed to support him? Or had they stayed put for another reason? To the captain’s way of looking at things, it didn’t provide an excuse for this officer.

‘Is it the Irish in you, that damned contrary Celtic streak, that makes you do the very opposite of what you’re told? Or is it, Lieutenant, plain stupidity?’

Markham wasn’t really listening. His eyes never even flickered towards ‘Spotted Dick’s’ pallid face. Mentally he was recalling exactly the same actions, trying to assess them objectively. He had tried hard, these last twelve years, to live down the stigma attached to his name. The accusation that he’d deserted his post while in command of his regiment, going off to settle a private matter. The memory of that day was burned into his consciousness, as well as the disdain with which his peers had subsequently treated him.

The Hebe’s officers felt the same. Judging by the way they’d responded to him throughout the voyage, his very name seemed to stink in their nostrils. All Englishmen, and subscribers to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Protestant faith, they sneered at his Irish background, mimicked his accent, rehashing all the old Paddy jokes they could, which saw his race as either devious or stupid. They were convinced that his status, as the illegitimate son of a rich, retired general, had not only influenced his court martial; it had been used to disguise his Catholicism, thus allowing him to sidestep the statute that ensured no Papist was ever permitted to hold the King’s commission.

There was a certain delightful irony in the way that none of his sire’s wealth had found its way into the hands of the natural son. He’d come aboard at Chatham with the bailiffs on his heels, most of his possessions still ashore, unable to retrieve them while the fleet lay at anchor lest they clap him in Newgate for debt. George Markham wasn’t prepared to discuss his past or present life. So they’d never know that his only asset, after four years spent fighting for the Czarina Catherine, was the commission bought and paid for by his father, one that he’d declined to exercise since the end of the American war.

‘Your soldiers are a disgrace to their red coats,’ de Lisle continued, this time with a force in the words that made his chest swell. ‘Frobisher, God rest him, was right about that.’

‘They didn’t volunteer for sea service, sir. They were given this posting without the option to-decline.’

‘Volunteer!’ De Lisle actually spluttered, his face betraying indignation despite his best efforts to contain it.

Markham derived some pleasure from his ability to rile ‘Spotted Dick’, cracking his studied demeanour. Something he’d never seen anyone else achieve, it made him feel less inadequate. Then he recalled the probable reason. It wasn’t wit or sophistry that upset de Lisle, just his mere presence.

‘Volunteers! You have the gall to name them that? They’re the scrapings of the gaol, man, and you know it. There probably isn’t one of them that doesn’t deserve to be hanged.’

It was true, though he was loath to admit it. The way the British Army recruited didn’t bring in anything but gaolbirds and vagabonds and he’d been saddled with the very worst apples in a rotten barrel. They’d stood fast when they should have advanced, leaving him in the lurch. Even as he opened his mouth to defend them, he was cursing himself for a fool.

‘They are no better, sir, and no worse, than Captain Frobisher’s marines.’

De Lisle’s lips seemed to disappear as again he struggled in vain to contain his anger, his efforts betrayed by the rush of blood to his cheeks. ‘Rubbish! Properly led, the Lobsters are the finest fighting men in the world. I repeat, properly led. Someone who behaves as if he’s participating in a costume drama, does not fit anyone’s notion of a proper leader.’

That made Markham go red in turn. Partly because, deep down, ‘Spotted Dick’ had touched a nerve. He harboured a suspicion that the accusation might be true: there had been a theatrical quality to his ‘death defying leap’. But he was still angry with his superior, even if he knew that to continue this dispute was to invite more insults like the one the captain had just delivered.

‘I saw no evidence of that today, sir. They were no more keen to follow me aboard that Frenchman than my infantrymen.’

‘What you saw today, sir, were men wisely disinclined to engage on behalf of anybody behaving like a fool.’

‘I believe, sir, if you are dissatisfied with my conduct, I have the right to demand a court.’

‘You have that right, Markham. But I should beware. This is the navy not the army, the Mediterranean not New York. This time you won’t have a blood relative selecting who sits in the judging chair. In fact, if I were you, I’d worry about the state of your command rather than your already blemished reputation.’

Markham had to fight to control his voice. ‘I resent those remarks.’

There was no passion in ‘Spotted Dick’s’ voice now. His face was composed, bloodless, and he even managed a thin humourless smile as he delivered the coup de grace. ‘I do hope so, Lieutenant Markham. Now be so good as to get out of my cabin.’

The wardroom was no more welcoming. Every officer in that cramped space had mentally grasped prize money before that aborted fight. To see it taken away from them, when it was so nearly theirs, hurt badly. In the nature of things a scapegoat was required, and since de Lisle’s dislike of Markham was plain, and self-criticism alien, he walked into an atmosphere that was arctic in its cold intensity. Bowen, the barrel-chested First Lieutenant, didn’t even wait till he’d made it to the strip of canvas that acted as a door to his tiny, cell-like cabin.

‘To think that Bullocks have to buy their rank as officers! You’d wonder at what they get for their money, when any bogtrotting Croppie prepared to deny his church can enlist.’

‘The 65th are less fussy than most,’ added Smyth, the purser. ‘Even their regimental goat’s poxed and manged, I’ve been told.’

‘I’ve heard the animal is a-scared of sheep, never mind the vagabond rypes that they’ve sent us,’ Bowen continued, adding an hollow laugh. ‘Since they were getting rid of everything rotten, I’m surprised Hebe wasn’t lumbered with that creature as well.’

Markham turned, the canvas lifted in his hand. ‘The goat can handle sheep all right, and men if they stay the right end of him. But with the kind of whoremongers serving in this fleet, I wouldn’t let him near a ship’s manger unless I intended to sell him into debauchery, and that at tuppence a throw.’

The ‘Damn you, sir!’ was muffled by the dropping screen. More remarks followed, all aimed at the army, and in particular his regiment. These were hard to refute, at least for social cachet. The 65th was no more than a normal line regiment, with a former Colonel indebted enough to his father to allow young George a commission. Yet, newly returned from Russia, and hounded by his relatives to return everything his father had gifted to him, that had been his only tangible resource, suddenly worth something because of the outbreak of war.

The present Colonel had snarled with rage when he insisted on taking up his duties; had been delighted to see his back when the orders arrived that required him to provide a platoon for sea service. He transferred not only his most persistent defaulters but, in the officer required to command them, a potential embarrassment. In fact, he’d done Markham a favour, putting him in a place where no tip-staff, acting on behalf of his creditors, could touch him. Nor could the law, who were after him for duelling. As an added bonus, serving in a fleet on distant service placed him beyond the reach of his grasping blood relatives.

‘We had that sod in our grip,’ growled Bowen. ‘If we’d boarded at the right time, instead of holding back, we could have taken her and still got clear.’

‘How much d’you reckon she was worth?’ asked the purser dolefully. As the money man on the ship he’d know better than most how much they’d lost, so the question was posed only to annoy Markham.

‘Admiral Hood would have bought her in, no doubt about it. Then there was head money for the crew and gun money for the cannon.’

‘And she was fresh from port, fully provisioned, I daresay, with her holds packed with fresh stores. That would have fetched a mint of money, Mr Bowen, a mint.’

There was a tired quality to their speech, as though this were something that had been said several times before, and was merely being repeated to rub salt into his supposed wound. He’d never thought about prize money himself. Loot and booty were more the soldier’s way of supplementing poor pay. But in sea service, however unpleasant, he would have qualified for a share of the officer’s eighths, a sum of money that would have been very welcome in his present circumstances.

He eased off his coat, relishing the sudden chill as the cool, lower-deck air acted on his damp linen. Habit had him feeling his chin, before he remembered that he’d shaved just before his interview with the captain. The screen was pulled back suddenly, and Frobisher’s servant, Briggs, appeared, his pinched features screwed up in exaggerated concentration.

‘I need tellin’ what to do with the late Captain’s dunnage.’

‘Sorry?’

‘His sea-chest, clothes, weapons and the like.’

‘Why in God’s name ask me?’

‘You’re the marine officer now,’ Briggs replied, not attempting to hide his annoyance. ‘It be your duty to sort it out.’

‘Is there a common method?’

‘It’s normal to auction.’

Markham conjured up an image of his late superior. Frobisher had served in the marines all his military life, and like all men who’d never seen action, hankered endlessly after glory. The very first ball of his very first engagement had killed him. Now he was sewn up in canvas, with a piece of roundshot at his feet, lying on the deck awaiting the moment when his body would be slid over the side.

‘He hasn’t even been buried yet.’

‘Makes no odds to him, one way or t’other.’

‘I suppose I’d be right in thinking that such an auction takes place in the wardroom?’

‘Or on deck if it’s clement. I’ve laid it all out on his cot, good an’ ready. And at the end, it be the custom to slip some of the proceeds to the officer’s servant. The rest goes home to his kinfolk.’

‘Get out!’ Markham snapped. ‘I’ll see to it after he’s buried.’

The head disappeared, as though Briggs had been shamed. But that was just wishful thinking. Given his first personal servant as a fifteen-year-old ensign, he’d soon realised that most of the men who took the job did so because it allowed them better food, as well as a chance to steal. Nationality made no difference. Those he’d had in the Baltic, the Caucasus and Moldavia were just as bad. Bowen hadn’t provided him with a servant and Markham hadn’t asked for one, happy to rely on the wardroom stewards to see to his limited needs, which had only added to the contempt of his fellow officers.

He stood up and lifted the screen. Ignoring the cold glares that came his way he skirted the narrow table that filled the centre of the room and entered Frobisher’s cabin, a space only slightly bigger than his own, made to look much more spacious by the mirror on the bulkhead, and the lantern close enough to that to multiply the light.

Briggs had indeed laid out all his possessions, even going so far as to clean the bloodstained accoutrements in which his master had expired. Frobisher, when he heard the drums beat to quarters, had changed into his very best for the forthcoming engagement. His everyday uniforms, including his spare hat, were folded at the top of the bed. His best red coat, with its frogged white facings and twisted gold aiguillettes, lay flat above two pairs of doeskin breeches. The single white crossbelt shone, as did the silver buckle in the centre.

On top of the monogrammed sea-chest the brush and comb set, silver backed, gleamed in the dull light. At its base lay three pairs of highly polished officer’s shoes, one with silver buckles, stuffed with fine stockings; a set of excellent riding boots; a map case and a field telescope. Briggs had arranged his sword and pistols at the foot of the cot, expensive pieces set to catch the eye. There were the muster and pay books, a prayer book and a Bible, well thumbed, plus a list of the items in the chest.

‘You might fetch a price,’ Markham mumbled to himself, fingering the dull metal of the pistol barrels. ‘But who’s going to buy red coats aboard this ship except me?’

That produced a thought. His army uniform, though not so very different from a marine one, was not only showing signs of wear; it had proved a liability. Yet that, for the little it was worth, identified him to his own contingent. He and Frobisher were much of a size. If he were to take over his late superior’s uniform, then he might begin to convince the Lobsters that he was just as much their officer. The sword he would need to replace his own, and he felt no compunction about claiming it. The only two questions he couldn’t answer were obvious; how much to pay, and where the money was going to come from.

‘Briggs,’ he yelled. ‘On the double.’

The screen lifted within a second. ‘I’ve no desire to cheat the late Captain’s relatives, nor the means to buy such fine pistols, but I need to know how much his uniforms are worth?’

Briggs’ face screwed up in a parody of the usurer’s art. Markham could almost see him counting. ‘Before you reply let me tell you that, even if I find it is a custom to reward a dead man’s servant, it’s not one I propose to subscribe to. So, since you will receive nothing from the sale of anything on this cot, you might as well be honest.’

‘Ain’t worth bugger all,’ Briggs wailed, ‘If’n you don’t take ‘em.’

‘A price!’

‘Twelve guineas to include the sword if anyone’s feeling generous. But the pistols is worth a lot more.’

‘They shall go home intact, on the next packet, with a letter from me informing them of how he died.’

‘That’s the captain’s job.’

‘The captain may write too,’ Markham replied savagely. ‘But perhaps my account might be more truthful. I might be tempted to say that he didn’t expire with much in the way of gallantry.’

The distant cries of the lookouts brought the ship to life, the thudding of the officers’ shoes as they ran for the deck adding to the air of excitement. Markham knew he should follow, but decided against. If danger threatened he would soon know. He untied the queue that held his light brown hair and picked up the brush, leaning forward to gaze into the mirror.

The eyes that stared back at him looked pale green in this light; the unlined, slightly bronzed face familiar from thousands of previous encounters. He’d been told he was handsome, and wondered at the eyesight of those who’d said so. Of the many women who’d ventured such an opinion only his mother could be forgiven, allowed a parental mote in her eye: the face was too long, the cheekbones too pronounced and the jaw a bit too square for that to be true. His nose was no longer straight, though the way it had been broken tended to enhance the shape, not spoil it. Then there were the scars, some from childhood, others from adult encounters, the only really obvious one just visible above his left eye. Fingering that always produced a smile, given that it had come from a pretend fight, not a real one. He was lucky in his teeth, white, strong and all present, making it easy for him to smile. An interesting visage perhaps, but certainly not handsome. As if to emphasise that, he screwed up his features to produce a passable imitation of a gargoyle’s face.

By the time he’d tried on Frobisher’s coat, Markham knew they were within sight of Hood’s fleet. A good fit, it was beyond his financial reach, so he replaced it and returned to his cabin to fetch his own. Flicking through the muster and pay books, he looked at the names of the men he commanded. There were faces to go with those, but precious little in the way of knowledge that would help him command them.

Suddenly sick of the confined· space, he jammed on his hat and made his way on deck, joining the others in looking to the east. The great ships, over twenty in number, and including the hundred-gunners Victory and Britannia, were beating to and fro off Cape Sicie, which guarded the approaches to the French naval base of Toulon. Even to a landsman’s eye, they presented a stirring sight. What a pity that the image of the King’s Navy, as portrayed by the gleaming white sails aloft on these magnificent leviathans, was so very different from the reality.

Descending the companionway tha:t led down from the maindeck, Markham wrinkled his nose. The stench below was something he’d never get used to. Several hundred men, most with a mortal fear of fresh air, slung their hammocks here, fourteen inches to a man. If they washed at all, it was in salt water, and they ate where they slept. Right forward in the forepeak was the manger, full of the stink of cooped-up animals. Most of the crew had gone on up to the fore-deck, braving sunshine and breeze to catch a sight of the fleet. That’s where he’d first looked for his men, only realising that they must still be below when he failed to spot them amongst the crowd of sailors.

Somehow he had to get on terms with these people. They would certainly see action again, given that they were in the Mediterranean, and that the French had a large fleet at Toulon, one that the Admiral was determined to bring to battle. Frobisher, in all the weeks they’d been at sea, had trained no one, instead spending his days boasting to all who would listen of his intention to smite the enemy as soon as they appeared. He hated the French with such a passion that it came as no surprise to Markham to learn that the marine captain had never met one.

His own experience told him that training was the key to success. If the two groups could be brought to act together, given time they would blend into one. And there was plenty to learn, even for the marines. They’d had no more idea of what to do in the recent engagement than he had. They might claim to be real Lobsters, but they were just as false as his soldiers. Lost in thought, and unable to see clearly by the tallow-lit glim, he walked straight into Yelland, the youngest of his troopers, an innocent blond-haired youth much put upon by his elders who, to his mind, had been included in the detachment by some error.

The boy was looking the other way, craning slightly to see something ahead. Then his officer appeared. Habit brought the lad to attention. The low deckbeams did the rest. Hatless, he fetched himself a mighty clout right on the crown, and would have fallen if Markham hadn’t taken a firm hold. Supporting him, he inquired after his condition. The boy mumbled something which included the word fight, and started to move away. That was when Markham heard the unmistakable crunch of bone striking flesh.

‘Damnit, what’s going on?’ he demanded, rushing forward.

The line of red coats, all with their backs to him, barred his view. But there was no mistaking the sounds of bare-knuckle fighting, the thud of soft flesh and brittle bone being mauled. He’d heard it too many times, and grabbed hold of a pair of shoulders to haul them apart.

Schutte, the huge Dutch-born marine, was there, stripped to the waist. Completely bald, the only colour between his breeches and his pate the red of his face, he stood before Rannoch, the most fearsome of his soldiers, a Highlander with hair so fair it hinted at Viking blood. They were trading blow for blow, both faces already covered in blood, their bodies a mass of red weals that would soon turn to ugly black bruises. Toe to toe, not giving an inch, the pair were pounding each other, their breath coming in hastily snatched grunts.

‘Enough!’ he yelled, stepping between them. Both sets of eyes, filled with hate, determination and pain, turned on him. For a moment he thought that he was about to fall victim, that they would cease to pound each other and instead lay their punches on him. ‘What in the name of Jesus, Mary and Joseph do you pair think you’re doing?’

His hands slipped on blood and sweat as he sought to push them apart. All around him he could hear the growls of dissatisfaction as the audience, deprived of their sport and their wagers, made their feelings known. Dornan, another of his soldiers, with a bovine face to match his character, was vainly trying to hide the money from the bets inside his coat. Several coins slipped and landed on the planking, which turned some of the glares away from Markham. It said everything about these men that they’d put a simpleton in charge of the one thing that, proving complicity, would bring on the heaviest punishment.

‘Stand back, damn you!’ The shouted order produced no movement, just the same look he’d seen earlier, a combination of hate and indifference. ‘Two paces to the rear, march!’

Some had the discipline to respond immediately, but most hesitated. Markham, still between the two giants, arms outstretched to keep them separate, felt like Samson trying to bring down the temple. He knew that even if he pushed harder, he didn’t have the strength to move them. Concentrating, he didn’t see Ettrick, smaller and nimbler than the rest, in one swift movement scoop up the coins Dornan had dropped.

‘What’s going on?’

The strange voice caused the men glaring at Markham to turn to face the officer of the watch, Fellows. He stood with his hands on his hips, a grin that was half a sneer on his face.

‘There’s nothing going on,’ Markham replied lamely.

‘Is that you in there, Markham?’

‘Mr Markham to you, Fellows. There was the risk of a fight, but I put a stop to it.’

Fellows threw back his qead and laughed. ‘A risk. Last time I looked they were at it hammer and tongs. I expected another canvas sack on the deck, with an addition to the burial service.’

‘You knew this was happening and did nothing to stop it?’

‘No I didn’t, Mr Markham!’ The emphasis on the Mister was even more insulting than its absence. ‘But I reckoned Schutte to win. Why should I take a hand if he was going to spare the purser the need to feed a Bullock?’

‘That way we find out who in charge,’ Schutte growled, his hairless chest heaving. He stuck one finger in his own belly, then pointed it at Rannoch. ‘Sergeant me or Sergeant Bullock.’

Markham pushed him hard, which was dispiriting since he only went back a fraction of an inch, thinking that was another thing Frobisher had ignored in his determination to keep the two groups separate: the status of the non-commissioned officers.

‘There’s only one person in charge, you great hairless oaf — me! If this happens again I’ll have you all up at the grating and personally flog you till you weep. This stops now, and as for who will be a sergeant, that is something I will decide.’

Fellows was laughing in the background, his shoulders heaving with merriment. Markham walked up to him and, leaning over, stuck his nose less than half an inch from that of the naval officer.

‘You! The captain’s cabin, this minute.’








Chapter three

‘Are you a milksop, sir?’ de Lisle sneered, shuffling the papers on his desk. The captain was clearly enjoying himself, half smiling, his head turning slightly to include the other two naval officers in his rebuke. ‘Men will fight, even Bullocks. Damn me if that’s not why we offer them the King’s shilling. You’re worse than I supposed, Markham, a stranger to that most necessary addition to an officer’s equipment, the blind eye.’

‘Sir, I…’

Without a look in his direction, de Lisle cut right across his protest. ‘Silence! There’s a hierarchy below decks, man, which is just as real as that of the quarterdeck. You’re a stranger to it who shows no sign of willingness to learn. All of which makes the order I’m about to give you more appropriate.’

Bowen, the premier, was grinning. Fellows, who should have been shaking in his shoes, had a blank, innocent look on his face. He’d been aware, before he’d even entered the great cabin, that de Lisle would not condemn his actions. Quite the reverse, his commanding officer approved. And by the tone of his voice, he was about to pay this upstart Bullock out for his damned cheek in interfering.

Another slight shuffling of papers, designed to underline his importance, was necessary before de Lisle continued. ‘It seems that there’s great support for the Bourbons in Provence. Marseilles has sent delegates and so has Toulon. The admiral has decided to take possession of the naval base, and is demanding contributions to form a garrison.’ He finally looked up, unable to resist a sneer. ‘I was happy to inform his lordship that Hebe was in a position to dispense with its entire complement. You can go ashore, Markham, where you belong, and take that rabble you call your command with you.’

‘Including the Lobsters, sir?’

‘Yes.’

Nothing went well. His soldiers were happy to be going ashore, the marines less so. And when it came to getting in the boats, it only served to widen their divisions. The men of the 65th had been seasick in the Channel, useless lubbers in the storms of the Bay of Biscay, a damned nuisance at Gibraltar and hopeless fighters in the Gulf of Loins. Here, off Toulon, in their attempts to go over the side with some dignity, they excelled themselves.

The marines, led by Schutte, had got themselves into Hebe’s cutter before the sun rose. They’d then rowed to a position where they could observe the fun, before the men of the 65th emerged from below. As the other boats pulled alongside nearly every member of the crew had come on deck to witness the ineptitude of these lubbers.

The rope ladder was the first obstacle. Hanging by the open gang-way, it dropped from the side of the vessel, an arrangement of hemp that seemed imbued with a life of its own. Pressure exerted on one strand produced a corresponding movement in another, so that even if the man descending could stay upright, difficult in itself, he tended to be spun round to slam into the planking. Wet and slippery, the soldiers’ iron-shod boots produced an added handicap, as did the encumbrance of their equipment. The long Brown Bess muskets were the very devil, while the full infantry packs acted like dead weights.

The first contingent were invited to board the jolly boat, the smallest conveyance on offer, a target that from the side of Hebe looked to be miles away. Two grinning tars, with boathooks, were there to assist. Encouraged to add to the fun, they took a savage delight in making matters worse. Every time a man looked like falling, they pushed off so that he wouldn’t hurt himself. This meant he landed in the sea. Then the boathooks, applied with no gentleness, could be used to fish him out.

Markham’s order to remove their equipment improved matters, but only marginally. One or two managed it without difficulty, but most took an age to descend, spinning first, then slipping and dropping, emitting terrified yells. Every mistake produced a great belch of laughter from the assembled hands that de Lisle did nothing to inhibit. Finally the barge came alongside and, after it had taken on the last half-dozen soldiers, it was his turn.

Concentrating on the task ahead he didn’t notice that Briggs had lashed Frobisher’s sea-chest to the whip along with his canvas sack. The bundle was lifted up and out, sat there for a moment before the men holding the line let go. The chest dropped like a stone, and the boatmen pushed off. They held the line just as they reached the water, and, to a gale of laughter, they were hooked and loaded into the boat.

Markham realised the error just as he was turning to raise his hat in a salute to the quarterdeck. Not one of the officers responded, with a discourtesy so blatant it penetrated the thick skin he’d created to protect himself. Hurt, he could not speak. Turning quickly, he went over the side. The rope dipped under his foot and he tried his other leg on the next strand. That sank and pushed inwards, which left him hanging, his back out over the sea. Slightly panicking, he grabbed at the first rung with his hand, which, stretching, only increased the angle. He felt it begin to spin, then heard the first cackle of the laughter that was sure to follow.

Progress from that point was swift and terrifying, with Markham unsure of what rungs he hit or held, and how many he missed altogether. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the boathooks pressing against the side as the sailors pushed off. Fearing nothing more than an ignominious drop into the sea he jumped, landing on top of one of the tars. The man fell back into the thwarts, cushioning the fall, nearly capsizing the boat. Only the action of the other sailor saved everyone aboard from a drubbing, as he pulled hard on his hook to keep them level.

Markham found himself staring into the pained eyes of the man he’d landed on, who looked as if he were about to tell him what he thought. There was nothing stagey about Markham’s Irish accent now. It had all the passion associated with his race.

‘One word, you stinking, pigtailed bag of shite, and I’ll ram every inch of that boathook right up your arse.’

The hoots of merriment behind him were loud enough to carry to the whole fleet. In his fall, Markham had provided the icing on the cake of the day’s humour. Hebe’s whole side was lined with grinning faces, some so taken with the farce that they could hardly draw breath. Likewise the men in the other boats, soldiers, sailors and marines, were convulsed with laughter. Insult was added to injury by the way Bernard, a midshipman who looked about twelve years old, skipped down nimbly to take command of the small flotilla.

‘Man the oars and get me out of here,’ he snapped, ‘before I’m tempted to shoot someone.’

The oarsmen, and the midshipman, fought to keep their faces straight as they took their positions. Once in motion, the other two boats fell in behind and they made their way across the short choppy swell to enter the outer roads of the harbour. Within minutes men were hanging over the side, retching into the sea. Markham lifted his eyes, to avoid the chance that by looking, he might emulate them, and, since they’d cleared the St Mandrian peninsula, he caught his first sight of the land around Toulon.

The sun was fully up now, promising another scorching hot day. He could hear no gunfire, nor observe any evidence of fighting. Even the numerous anchored British warships, well out of range of shore-based fire, looked peaceful. It was as if the plans were still being laid, with the town yet to be taken. He’d been told that Toulon had surrendered, the citizens handing over the administration to British officers. But nothing he could see supported this, and the sudden thought occurred that they were being rowed towards a hostile shore, perhaps offered as a sacrifice to test the validity of the capitulation.

The bay consisted of an inner and outer harbour, the former smaller and better protected. As they rowed steadily along he took in the salient features. The town was surrounded by hills, the slope beginning almost from the shoreline, rising gently at first, before suddenly increasing in gradient. The highest was right behind the town, a massive limestone rampart topped with a green fuzz of vegetation. Whoever held that could dominate the inner harbour, and if there were any Jacobins about, that was where they’d be.

There were other massifs, all capable, in varying degrees, of dominating some part of the anchorage. They broke to the west, forming a valley which provided an easy route from the hinterland into the naval base. Inside the arm of the twin peninsulas that enclosed the Grande Rade, he could see several forts placed at strategic points, their embrasures bristling with guns which dominated the roads, with others aimed at the gap between the two headlands that formed the entrance to the inner harbour.

And he was being rowed right into that confined space, well within range of the artillery, in a boat that would fall apart if even nicked by a cannonball. Closer and closer they came, into an opening no more than a mile wide, with Markham’s eyes jerking back and forth, from the stone fort on one side, to the round moated tower which acted as a signal station on the other.

‘Stay close to the right-hand side of the entrance.’

Bernard, with his superior nautical knowledge, looked set to disagree. But Markham’s grey eyes brooked no argument, and he pushed the tiller to oblige. The place was so somnolent it smelt of a trap, with an empty boat bobbing in the watergate of the round tower as if no notion of war existed. Markham was holding his breath, alert for the first sign of movement on the cannon; the head of a gunner or a raised rammer, that would provide some warning. Nothing happened, and soon they’d passed that zone of maximum danger and entered the Petite Rade.

He directed Bernard to turn northeast and head for the town itself. The white and ochre buildings and the long quays were hidden behind the forest of masts that constituted the French Mediterranean fleet. Bernard directed his attention to another boat, which had put off from the eastern shore, quite clearly a wealthy captain’s barge, judging by the uniform dress of the crew. He could see, sitting at the rear, an officer in a dark blue coat, white facings edged with gold. As the boat came near he raised and waved his hat.

‘I’d be obliged if you’d come alongside,’ he shouted, the strong Scottish accent apparent even at that loud level. Markham nodded to Bernard, and they changed course so that the two boats were on a parallel course. As soon as he was close enough, the officer called out, ‘Elphinstone, Robust.’

‘Lieutenant Markham, of the frigate Hebe, and Midshipman Bernard. Is the harbour secure, sir?’

‘Och aye, laddie. The Frenchies are hiding in their barracks and houses, waiting to see what’s going to happen.’ Elphinstone’s gaze ranged over the three boats as he replied, before coming back to rest on the barge. ‘Have we met before, Lieutenant? Your face seems a mite familiar.’ ‘

‘Not as far as I’m aware, sir,’ he replied, giving Bernard a black look as the youngster coughed.

‘Maybe not,’ replied the captain, clearly showing by his expression that Markham, not he, must be mistaken. ‘Is this the entire complement from Hebe?’

‘Yes, sir. Thirty-four men in all, not including the tars.’ Elphinstone looked over the men in the barge, then nodded towards the jolly boat and the cutter. ‘Half your party seem to be in soldier’s garb.’

‘Sixty-fifth foot, detached for sea service.’

Some of the men were still hanging over the side, retching, even though their stomachs must be empty. ‘And not enjoying it much, eh?’ barked Elphinstone.

‘I daresay some of those being sick are marines.’

‘Fetch my wake, Markham. I’ve a wee job that needs attending to, and a file containing some soldiers is just the thing.’

‘At your service, sir,’ Markham replied. ‘Just let’s get them ashore.’

‘I daresay,’ Elphinstone responded, with a deep booming laugh. ‘If you look yonder to the west you’ll see the bay at the head of the valley. La Seyne, it’s called. Join me there. You can leave your extra equipment in the boats.’

‘May I enquire what service we’re required to perform, sir?’

‘Oh aye, laddie. The Jacobins have taken Marseilles and set themselves up to butcher the people. There’s a portion of them on the way to do the same here. You and I are going to stop them.’

On land, before very long, the positions reversed themselves. Now, despite the discomfort brought on by the heat, the soldiers were in their element, with boots on their feet that were well suited to the hard dusty road on which they marched. The marines in their lighter shoes, so perfect on a planked deck, were less comfortable, able to feel every stone on which they trod. But it was no pleasure for anyone, especially since Elphinstone set such a cracking pace, not stopping till they were well away from the last buildings in the town. Markham ordered his men to rest, then went to join the naval captain, who was examining the road ahead.

‘We need to buy time, Markham, to get some troops ashore.’

‘I didn’t see any evidence of haste amongst the fleet, sir. In fact, such boats as were in the water looked to be engaged in Sunday visiting.’

‘These things take time to organise,’ Elphinstone replied, slightly piqued perhaps that a soldier should disparage the fleet. ‘If the Jacobins arrive in numbers too soon, they’ll pitch us back oh to our ships, no matter how many men we disembark.’

He reached into his coat. ‘Take this map. It’s pretty sparse and it only goes as far as the village of Ollioules. I’ll leave it to you as to whether you think it prudent to push on from there.’

‘How many of the enemy are we expecting, sir?’

‘I don’t have a clue, laddie. Could be hundreds, could be thousands.’

Markham tried to keep the surprise out of his voice, and when he spoke he was well aware of stating the obvious. ‘There’s a limit to how many I can hold with thirty-four men, even if I can find a good defensive position.’

Elphinstone frowned, looking at him closely again, as if trying to place him. ‘I know that. I’ll go back and see if I can muster some reinforcements. Your job is to make contact with the enemy, and give the men I bring up a position from which to fight, which I suggest would be better achieved at the double.’

There were dozens of questions. But Markham guessed, by the steely look in Elphinstone’s eye as the Scotsman peered at him, that he would be wasting his time to ask them. He saluted slowly, and ordered his men back on to their feet.

‘I’ve seen you somewhere before, I’m sure of it. I rarely forget a face.’ Elphinstone shrugged when Markham didn’t respond. ‘You’d best be on your way.’

The Bullocks doubled smartly to annoy the Lobsters, not to please Markham. The marines, in turn, were determined not to lag behind. Rivulets of sweat streaming down inside his uniform, he didn’t care. Nor did he look behind him to see how either were faring. He was too busy with his own worries, the greatest of which was the prospect of being required to lead these men into battle.

He was on land now, his element, without the burden of ignorance. He knew what to do. As a youngster, even before he’d put on a uniform, he’d received a depth of training denied to most of his contemporaries. Indeed, he’d grown up almost as a military brat. The break in his martial career hadn’t dented that, and service in the Empress Catherine’s army had only honed skills he’d first been taught in the Americas.

The heat was intense and getting worse, with clouds of dust thrown up by their feet making life hell for the stragglers. Good order was less important than speed. Elphinstone had made it clear, and this was proved by his map, that failure to hold the French at 01-lioules would mean trying to stop them on the very outskirts of Toulon, which as yet had no troops to man the defensive perimeter.

The youngster, Yelland, was ordered to remove his coat and share out his equipment, then sent ahead to reconnoitre. When, after about an hour, in which he’d only allowed his men one stop, Yelland came back into view, Markham held up his sword to call a halt, fighting to stay upright himself as his men collapsed where they stood.

‘You may drink some water, two sips each.’

Yelland was in a worse state, his face running with sweat and his chest heaving. Markham gave him a drink from his own canteen before he asked him to report.

‘The village is about a mile ahead, sir. Not a soul in sight, that I could see. But it does have a well full of water.’

‘Any sign of the enemy?’

‘None, though there’s a rate of abandoned equipment on the road leading to the village. I went clear to the other end, and it carries straight on until it disappears into a deep gorge.’

Markham looked at his map. Ollioules was just a hamlet, a post stop to change horses on the way to Marseilles. The problem was simple. He had no idea what lay further on, beyond the gorge that Yelland had mentioned. Perhaps, even though the youngster thought the village deserted, he could find a local inhabitant to tell him how matters lay. He held out his canteen again.

‘Take this. Get to the other side of the village, no more than two hundred yards up the road, so you can keep an eye on the entrance to that gorge. Wait there till I join you.’

Yelland grabbed it and ran off, as Markham shouted to the rest to get to their feet. The curses and groans resurfaced long before they resumed their double march. It wasn’t long before he saw the debris that Yelland had remarked on; cartouches, pikes, casks and the odd musket dropped by the roadside. Elphinstone had said nothing about the enemy retreating, only advancing, which was strange.

The double pace quickly brought the stunted church tower and the rooftops of the village into sight. Calling another halt, he scrambled up the nearest knoll and examined the terrain. The hillsides were low and undulating to the south. But just on the other side of the village a rampart of rocks formed an impassable barrier. To the north, on the inland side, they steepened considerably until they became an unclimbable escarpment. That accorded with Elphinstone’s rough map, which showed that the only route an army could take from Marseilles lay through Ollioules.

He needed a defensive position on the Toulon road. That had to be on the inland hillside, and it had to overlook the road. There was some question about the range of the shortened marine muskets, but his soldiers, even if they were, as he suspected, indifferent shots, would be adequate at volley fire from a defensive position. He spotted what he was seeking ahead, a cluster of heavy rocks around the base of a gully. They could be levered closer together and provide some cover if he was forced into a hasty withdrawal. Really worrying, should the enemy appear in strength, there was nothing behind that: neither decent cover on the long straight Roman road, nor the security of more troops to provide support.

His men were spread out over a long stretch of road. Some of the marines had kept pace with the leaders, while a few of his soldiers, supposedly trained to this, were well to the rear. He called on them to close up, fretting while the most laggardly joined. These included the two pugilists, Schutte and Rannoch. He pointed to the spot he’d selected up ahead.

‘Since you two are keen to see who’s the strongest, get up that slope and shift those rocks to the head of the gully. I want them as a rampart at right angles to the road. And if you can clear any cover from the other side it will help.’

‘Help who?’ growled Rannoch.

He’d expected it, so there was no shock in the man’s insubordinate response. Aboard ship he had thought he was going to have to train these men into submission. Now circumstances had changed. He was going to have to blood them, no easy task.

Everyone was watching him, seeing how he would react to the challenge from a man half of them considered a natural leader. He could shout, quite possibly to no avail. Yet to plead would prove fatal. So, without the faintest idea of the effect, he smiled, and spoke as quietly as his heaving chest would allow.

‘Don’t ever question my orders, d’you hear? It’s not your place. But since this is all new, just this once, I’ll tell you. There are Frenchmen coming this way, how many we don’t know. The first place we’re going to stop them is somewhere on the road past the village. Then we’re going to make them pay to get through it, since it’s the only available route to Toulon. And after that, we will block the road so that they have to outflank us. By that time, I expect we will be reinforced.’

Rannoch was glaring at him, in his mind no doubt working up to a refusal. Frobisher’s sword sang as Markham swung it hard, gratified to see the sudden flash of shock in the soldier’s eye. The tip sliced across the strap holding his musket, parting it so that the weapon clattered onto the hard surface of the road.

‘You’ll need to take that off,’ he said, flicking the sword so that it was pointed to the buckle on his belly. ‘Would you like me to remove your pack as well?’

They locked stares, Rannoch’s eyes deep green and surprisingly feline for a man of his bulk. Markham felt like a fieldmouse about to be swiped by a great paw. But he held his own look steady, along with the slight, detached smile on his face, trying to convey two things; that he was not afraid, and that he was prepared to kill to be obeyed. He spoke to the Dutchman as soon as Rannoch’s hand moved to undo his belt.

‘You too, Schutte. And I want a result. If I find you’ve been scrapping, I’ll break you on the first wheel I can find, with a thousand lashes per man. The rest of you, follow me.’

The village hardly warranted the title. On the far side of a dry riverbed, over an ancient stone bridge, it consisted of a single dusty street, located at the point where the valley narrowed to form a shallow defile. Half a dozen shuttered houses lined the dusty, rutted road on either side of the central square, all empty. The church, square and plain Romanesque, stood equally bereft on one side, the tower too low to provide a long-range vantage point towards Marseilles. The post house, the only other substantial building, stood directly opposite, with a well beaten track that led down an alley, the dusty paddock at the rear just visible. A couple of undernourished horses were up against the fence. The sound of the soldiers’ boots, echoing off the stones around the well, startled them, and from somewhere close by, a mule brayed its response.

‘Keep going,’ he yelled, as the leaders stopped by the well. Others had done so before them, since the stone surround was stacked with debris. ‘We’ll send someone back for water.’

A few more houses, then the floor of the valley opened out again, onto a narrow, rising hill bisected by the road. The crest, three hundred yards from the village, was some hundred yards across, hemmed in by the steep surrounding hills. It looked a good place to defend, but with his limited resources, a shade too wide. The landscape provided little shelter, barring a couple of dry stone walls shaded by stunted trees on the northern side, about fifty yards from the point where the road topped the crest.

‘Packs off, all of you. Get into the shade of those walls.’

He didn’t wait to see them comply but marched on till he breasted the rise. The road led straight on, undulating slightly, with no sign of any enemy, until it ran into a narrow gorge in the massive limestone crags that rose up half a mile distant. The sloping lea, which widened out to form a circular pasture, was dotted with trees and edged with fallen boulders. But none of them stood close enough to the crest to provide decent cover. Anyone wishing to take this crest would require to advance, uphill, over several hundred yards of open ground, making it a place that could be held, easily, given adequate forces.
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